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There now exist sufficient valid scientific data to assert that prenatal 
exposure to a variety of toxic substances will deleteriously affect the health and 
development of neonates and young children. Indeed, there is basis for 
concern that prenatal exposures can have life-lasting effects. The toxic 
substances include lead, methylmercury, PCBs, ethanol, carbon monoxide, 
among others. Depending on the dose received by a fetus and the specific 
toxicant, health consequences can range from death to subtle neurobehavioral 
effects to dysfunctional social consequences. In general, these findings have 
come from investigations of young children who had documented or 
presumed exposure to toxicants during critical gestational periods. 

How risk assessors factor prenatal exposure to specific toxicants is both 
an art and a science. Science includes the mechanisms of actions of toxicants in 
utero , fetal dose estimates, consideration of critical periods of organogenesis, 
and other relevant information from toxicity studies and epidemiological 
investigations. The art of risk assessment includes applying professional 
judgment to derive appropriate safety factors that are intended to protect fetal 
development. 

But how sure are we that the safety factors approach is indeed truly 
protective? How confident are risk assessors that the basic biology 
undergirding fetal development and response to toxic insults are adequate? 
Moreover, isn't the application of safety factors in reality an acknowledgment 
of gaps in knowledge? 

Risk assessors and Institutions that support research of relevance to risk 
assessment should devote a greater amount of attention and resources to a 
better understanding of fetal development in the face of toxic insults to fetuses. 
Perhaps risk assessment could be moved more toward a science and less of an 

art. 
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